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THE PRIORITY OF THE WORD
(Acts 19:8-10)

SUBJECT:  The Bible.
F.C.F:  Why should I study the Bible?
PROPOSITION:  Since the Bible is God’s Word, we must devour it.
INTRODUCTION:

A.  In the 1930s in Stavropol, Russia, Stalin ordered that all Bibles be confiscated and Christian believers be sent to prison camps.  Ironically, most of the Bibles were not destroyed, yet many Christians died as "enemies of the state."  With the dissolution of the U.S.S.R., a missionary team arrived in Stavropol in 1994 for ministry. Their request to have Bibles shipped to Moscow was being held up. But someone told them about a warehouse outside of town where confiscated Bibles were still stored. Remarkably, the team was granted permission to distribute them. Hiring several local Russian workers, they began to load their trucks. 


One young man, a hostile unbeliever, came only for the day's wages. But not long after they had started, he disappeared. He was found in the corner of the warehouse, weeping, a Bible in his hands. Intending to steal it for himself, he had picked his own grandmother's Bible off the shelf! Her signature was on the front page. That young Russian was transformed by the very Bible that his grandmother was persecuted for, but still held dear.


B.  Why do atheists like Stalin oppose the Bible so fiercely? Why do Christians love the Bible so dearly, some even willing to risk their lives for it?  Our text reminds us again of the priority of the Word of God.  And I need to ask you about the place you have reserved for God’s Word in your life.  Do you love it? Are you being transformed by it?  Would you die for it?  Would you sacrifice a few hours for it each week?  The church today often faces the curious inconsistency of professing Christians who literally have little time for the Bible.  Why is it that throughout the ages wicked people have opposed the Bible, and godly saints have defended the Bible, and today many Christians have little interest in the Bible? They do not hunger and thirst for the Word.  When a doctor examines a patient, he will often ask about appetite, for a strong appetite is a sign of good health, a body well and fully functioning.  If you have little appetite for the Word of God, then there is something spiritually wrong with you.  Listen, your body may last a few more years, but your soul is everlasting.  If your soul is sick, then that is an urgent spiritual matter that needs immediate attention.  

I.  THE CENTRALITY OF THE WORD.

A.  Our text is very brief and follows a pattern we have already seen several times in our study of Acts.  Paul comes to the strategic city of Ephesus and immediately enters the Jewish synagogue proclaiming the Word of God about Jesus.  “8  And he entered the synagogue and for three months spoke boldly, reasoning and persuading them about the kingdom of God.”  And, no surprise, the Word of God strikes a nerve.  The Holy Spirit brings some to believe, but a different spirit stirs up opposition.  “9  But when some became stubborn and continued in unbelief, speaking evil of the Way before the congregation, he withdrew from them and took the disciples with him, reasoning daily in the hall of Tyrannus.”  Today, many church leaders would have tried a different approach.  “If people don’t like what they are hearing, then there must be something wrong with the message.  We need to tone it down or soften it up.  Perhaps we should take a survey to find out what people want to hear, and then say that!” 


Paul was willing to change locations.  He was even willing to change audiences.  But he was not willing to change the message.  Apart from this message, he had nothing to offer.  


B.  Why is the Word so central? For at least two reasons, one doctrinal and one practical.  

1.  The doctrinal reason is because the Word of God is the Word of GOD.  I think this is often underestimated or minimized or even forgotten today, but it is a frightful error to take the Bible lightly because it is the Word of God.  If Jesus Christ were to suddenly appear in our midst and announce, “I have a message for you,” I honestly believe we would listen.  We would be eager to hear what he said, and eager to do what he said.  And what we must see is that he IS here right now and he is speaking his message to us.  That word from the very lips of Jesus would have no greater authority or relevance than this book, because it is precisely the same thing, the Word of God!  It is alive, active, searching us.  We take up the Bible and perhaps think that we are going to study or examine God.  But what we will find in his Word is that God has been examining us.    Hebrews 4:12 says:  “For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”

Alfred Hitchcock directed the movie, Rear Window.  In it a man has broken his leg and can only sit in his second-story apartment until his leg heals.  So, to occupy his time, he spies on his neighbors.  And one day he sees one of his neighbors commit a murder.  The police investigate, find nothing, and think he is only a meddling crank.  But the murderer does not know who saw him and reported him.  So the man continues to watch.  And then there is that dramatic moment when he takes up his binoculars and looks in his neighbor’s window, and sees the neighbor looking back at him, watching him.   The neighbor knows he knows.  He was examining, but he has been examined.  The Bible, God’s Word, is alive and active, searching and seeing.  


2.  The practical reason why God’s Word is so central is because it works.  It is living and active.  Paul specifically proclaimed the word about the kingdom of God.  God has come in Jesus Christ and has begun his reign on earth.  All who will willingly submit to him will be pardoned for their sins through the blood of Christ and reconciled to God as their Father and King.  And through his Word, God renews our minds, washing out the world’s errors and lies and filling us with his truth.  Through the Word he supplies us with faith, with spiritual health and life, just as physical food brings nourishment and vitality.  God seeks to re-order our lives according to the good and godly pattern of his Word.  That’s why the Bible is so central.  Without it we remain lost in human ignorance, speculation, and error.  We drag on weak and lifeless, hungering and thirsting and seeking to fill our lives with that which can never satisfy.  

And secondly we see…
II. OPPOSITION TO THE WORD.


Again, verse “9  But when some became stubborn and continued in unbelief, speaking evil of the Way before the congregation, he withdrew from them and took the disciples with him, reasoning daily in the hall of Tyrannus.”  

A.  At this point in our study of Acts, we should not be surprised that opposition once again arises against the Word.  What is so delightful and beautiful is the response.  For three months, Paul had been reasoning in the synagogue, reasoning with them once a week on the Sabbath.  Now when the opposition got going, Paul moves over to the lecture hall of Tyrannus, and begins to preach the Word DAILY!  Opposition to the Word led to an increase of the Word.  

B.  There is no question that we are living in a time of what some have called an “eclipse of the Word.”  The Word of God is being increasingly neglected, if not outrightly rejected.  And yet, this church is centered on the Word of God, and we see our main mission to be the increase of the Word of God, as all churches should be doing, even as the dusk descends on what will undoubtedly become a new, spiritual dark ages.  This new dark ages has already fallen on Western Europe and many parts of the United States.  The family of one of our students from a nearby college attended church here last year, and they were amazed.  They said that where they lived out in the Pacific Northwest, they would drive over 50 miles each Sunday to find a church that preached the Word of God.  I spoke with an older person from Sioux City just last week, who lamented that she never heard the Word of God in her church anymore.  I spoke with a man from Sioux City a few months ago who told me he could not find a Christ-centered, Bible-teaching church in his community.  

I can envision the time in the near future, when a visitor will ask this question:  “Why do you have Sunday School and the evening Bible Hour on Sundays?  Don’t you know that everyone is doing away with all that?  Most people only occasionally attend church even once on Sundays.  Why do you still have Sunday School and the second service at night?  The world is headed in the precisely opposite direction.”  I would freely admit that all that is true.  And I would ask in response:  “Do you think that the world is becoming better as it flees from the Word of God?”

C.  Charles Spurgeon tells of a bishop who used to bathe regularly twice a day!  And when he was asked why he bathed twice a day, he replied, “Because I cannot conveniently do it three times.”  And if you should ask why we teach the Bible here three times every Sunday, I would reply that we it’s because we cannot conveniently teach the Bible here three times every day of the week.  What’s interesting is that Paul taught the Bible daily, which implies that that congregation heard the word gladly on a daily basis.  


Our text speaks of opposition to the Word.  Let me ask you a question.  What is the difference between opposition to the Word and neglect of the Word?  The answer is, “Not very much.”  Practically speaking there is no difference between opposing the Word and neglecting the Word because the end result is the same:  a person who is weak in the Word.  


We also see in our text:

III. THE GROWTH OF THE WORD.


A.  As a result of the opposition freeing Paul up so he could teach the Word daily, the word grew and grew.  “9  But when some became stubborn and continued in unbelief, speaking evil of the Way before the congregation, he withdrew from them and took the disciples with him, reasoning daily in the hall of Tyrannus. 10  This continued for two years, so that all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks.”


Note by way of comparison the changes that took place due to the opposition.  Instead of the synagogue where only a few could attend, they moved to the hall of Tyrannus, where it was open to all.  Instead of only teaching weekly on the Sabbath, Paul could now teach daily, and had willing hearers.  And instead of a mere three months with only limited impact this new arrangement continued for two years, where it had such an impact that Luke could report that all the residents of Asia heard the word.  


This is astonishing! Think of it:  two years of daily teaching from the lips of the best mind God has ever given the church, from the lips of the great Apostle Paul! Without exaggeration, that would be the equivalent or even superior to his entire congregation earning their bachelor’s degree in biblical studies.  The whole congregation!  

B.  What’s stopping you from pursuing the Word of God with a hungry heart? What’s preventing you from growing strong and deep in the Word? Why will you linger in ignorance and uncertainty? Why will you so devote yourself to trifles and irrelevancies, and neglect God’s Word? 

“Dear, Father, awaken us and give us a ravenous thirsting for your word, that we might grow up and be your people with renewed minds and enflamed hearts worthy of Christ! Do not let us vanish into the eclipse of the Word.  Do not let us be overcome and overwhelmed as the darkness falls around us.  Let your truth burn brightly within, that we may shine like stars without.”    

C.  Some years ago a missionary in the Ivory Coast reported that an African pastor passed through on his way home to Chad, where civil war was raging. 


"What would you like to take to complete your forty-four pounds of baggage allowance?" he asked. "Sugar? Powdered milk? Medicine?" 

   
The pastor replied:  "If I could have some Bibles or a few good books..." 


The missionary was taken aback, but the pastor explained, "Back home we lost everything in the war, and we learned to place less importance on that which passes away and more importance on that which lasts." 


Later the missionary wondered: "Was I dreaming? We have heard so often 'The hungry stomach has no ears' that we have misread the Epistle to the Romans to say, 'Faith comes from what one eats,' instead of  'Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.'”  And he concluded: "We must not fail to share our bread with those who are hungry, but neither dare we forget that 'man shall not live by bread alone,' but by the Word of God."
CONCLUSION

Second Kings 5 tells the story of Naaman, the commander of the army of Syria.  He suffered from leprosy, and was told that the God of Israel could heal him if only he would consult the prophet Elisha.  When he arrived at Elisha’s door, the prophet simply sent a servant out with the message:  “Go wash in the Jordan seven times and you will be clean.”  Naaman was furious at such treatment and at such a simplistic response and vowed to go home.  But his servants pleaded with him to humble himself and apply the simple cure.  He did, and was healed immediately.


“Do you mean that if I just start coming to church more often, and join in Sunday School Bible study, and return to hear God’s Word on Sunday nights, all my problems will go away?”  No, I do not mean to say that.  But I can say that you will grow stronger in the Word of God, and that if you hear the Word in faith and put it into practice, you will have your mind renewed and your heart enflamed for Christ.  That I can promise, because that’s what God promises.  So what are you waiting for?  
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